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IDENTIFIERS "Isolation Effect 

ABSTRACT 

A study tested the theory that an item that stands 
out from its background is better remembered than ohe that is similar 
to the background (the isolation effect) . Specifically, the study 
examined whether the isolation effect would be greater when there was 
a larger and more confusing mass of background items, whether 
position of the isolated item would enhance ^memory for it and its 
surrounding items, and whether varying its position in a list would 
affect memory. Subjects, 44 college students, were presented with 12 
lists of consonants on an overhead projector . Isolation* of items was 
achieved by printing them slightly larger than other items on the 
lists. ANOVA was used to assess the number of list items and the 
number of isolated items each subject recalled. The factors analyzed 
were (1) type of isolate; (2) scoring ( letters correct only if in 
correct posit ion--strict scoring—and letters correct if recalled in 
any position—lenient scoring); (3) list length (9, 11, and 13 
items); and (4) isolation ( isolated and un isolated trigrams). Results 
showed that the isolation effect was in evidence and, at least for 
lenient scoring procedures, support *he theory that the effect 
increased with increases ill list length. This theory was not 
supported with strict scoring proqedurcs, however. The findings 
suggest that isolation of an item improves item memory in proportion 
to its list length or weakness, but no/t position. \FL) 
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, ■ Isolation Effect 

' . ' r ■ r ^ .1 

5*. - 

(1) The isplati^h/ effect in simultaneously presented lists of different lengths 

(2) (a) Learning-Memory ■ t 
(b) Organization in Memory 

, (q) Memory ^echanisms 

-v". 1 Problem .> 

, v > 
The environment normally presents vast amounts of information to us every 
. J. 5 . 

minute of oua: conscious existence. This paper deals with how our processing 

of this information is related to the presence of outstanding items against a 
more homogeneous background. Historically it has been found that the out- 
standing item is remembered better and this has been referred to as the von 
Restorf f f>r isolation effect (IE) (Wallace, 1965). } 

Specifically it is being hypothesized that the, IE (i.e. the significantly 
positive ; difference between isolated and unisolate^JLtem performance) will be 
greater when there is a larger and hence more potentially confusing mass of 
background items. Cimbalo (1971) , in the only other experiment known to have 
varied the length of the list containing the isolate, found no relationship, 
between IE and list length. However a seemingly crucial difference is that 
in the earlier study a sequential presentation was used'. The simultaneous- 
list presentation being used here has been shown to enhance performance for 
both the IE and the performance on the^list.as a whole (Cimbalo, 1977). For 
successively presented lists there is no evidence of an overall list facili- 
tation effect (OLFE) but for simultaneously presented lists the evidence is 
strong. The meaningfulness and/or pronounceability of "the isolate was also 
varied. It is being hypothesized that the more distinctive isolates will 
increase the ^E as well as the OLFE. 

\ The results would seem to be of both -theoretical and practical 
significance. Theoretically the issue can be viewed as one involving the 
effective stimulus. The successive presentation assumes an a5ssoc.ia.tioh is tic 
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or S-R orientation while the" simultaneous permits perceptual and more- complex 
strategic operations., Practically the simultaneous presentation of material 
is much more analogous to learning by reading. 



Subjects 



■ There were 44 subjects, who served to fulfill an Introductory Psychology 



requirement. 

\ 



Procedure 



The subjects were presented with' 12 lists of consonants individually 
stencilled pn a transparency "and shown by means of an overhead projector.* 
The lists were displayed for a 2 sec/item duration. There were two isolated 
and two uAisolated lists at each of the three list lengths. The lists were 
'randomized and presented to all subjects in the same order . Relation was ' 
achieved by- printing items 4-6 in 9-, 5-7 in 11-, and 6-8 in 13-item lists '-. 
in 5 nun high characters While the. remaining list items were printed in 2.5 
mm high characters. 



■ Results 



A 2 x 2 x 3x2 ANOVA was used to assess- the number of list items and ' 
the number of isolates correctly recalled. The factors (and levels) were 
Type of Isolate (CVC and CCC) , Scoring (letters correct inly if in correct ' 
position, i.e. strict scoring, and letters. correct if recalled in any • 
Position, i.e. lenient .scoring), Lis, Length (9,\i, 13) and lsalation 
and unisolated trigrams) . The Type of Isolate was a between-subject 
variable and the remaining were within-subject variables. The. 05 level 
of significance Was used throughout. 

y . . 

Isolated Item Performance. Using lenient scoring the IE increases ' * 
with list length as can be seen in the significant Scoring' X List Length 
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X Isolation interaction plotted in Fia 1 «,„ > > . 

. . f in Fag. 1. The foregoing triple interaction 

was sig«lfi cari t for -i QnT-»+^c T 

v cant ror^ isolates correct with F{2,84) - 7 29 4. i 

t.w. The largest IE is, 
obtained ror Ungtb u witn smaller ana comparable iengths 9 o . d ^ 

~ M can ^ i,We l Ule , tfsts " shoued all IEs t(j ; be ' 3igriifican ^ 



Insert Pig. a. and Table ! here 

■ M "" in9 and/ ^~ ^ „ aa 

IOma fM CVCS " lth P<1 ' 42 ' f- ^ Of ^ X isolation 

interaction. * ■ 

. * 

a-sii^™. *„e Mln effect of Isolati?n was 
*u,«, - 5 „. 22 and >e pertoance isolatea llsts _ supMior ^ 

of Isolate X List Lenqth X I^nl „ n„ 

ngth X Isolation interaction was significant with 

F<2,84) - 5,25 and the. plot can be seen in Fi q 2 and h, 

n an tag. 2 and the mean differences 

and t-tests appear in Tahlo •> t • , 

Table 2 . In general there ^ 

dee to isolation for longer Ust lengths but only ^ ^ ^ 
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Insert Fig. 2 and Table 2 about her, 



Th* type of Xsolate X Scoring X Xsolation interaction „as sig„i fi ca„t 

-if. m.«,> 4 .„ and it displayed larger fac ' utation effects ^ ^ 

"hen strict storing „ a s employed . ^ 

obtained ror both strict and lenient scoring and CVCs and CCCs. as, isolates 
as s„o m by sig„i ficant s=ori „ g „ ^ ^ ^ % 

interactions with F(1.421 « n oc ^ r./^ , 

r ^'^J 17.25 and F(l,42) « 21.14. 
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Tsc^aTionEff^ct 

• . ., 4, 

^J^> Conclusions 
The IE was consistently^ evidence and at least fo, lenient scoring 
Procedures the hypothesis was supported ^ ^ ^ ^ 

increases in list length,' * he < hypothesis was not supported with strict * 
scoring procedures where' an inverted U-shaped relationship was' obtained 
wrth an optical et fec t fo r , ength u . _ ^ ^ ^ 

-sure position memory in addition to Wmemory and lenient scoring can ' 
assumed to he morO a measure of item memory then isolation appears to 

improve item memory in proportion to its list lenafch ^ ^ 

3 ■ L1SC -Length or weakness but not 

position memory. 

v 

hyPOtheSi ". d ' S °— «- *W to be strong „ ith increasing 
Ust le„ g th out only for the „ c =ondition wiih ccts ^ u .. 

appears to be optical ^ „„ performance differences were obtained for 
-„ 9ths 9 ana a , sirtce ^ lMger cvcs cccs ^ ^ ^ 

the lists into more ^ clearly structured units' the differences 

MM t0 inV ° 1Ve and/or pronounceabiiity of tbe isolate 

Perhaps the proc.ssin, tl« spent encodinc th . ccc isolate ,„ ^ , ^ ^ 

it- lists did not aliow. for the M re effective prooessi„ g or tbe regain, 
list items. 

Theoretically an y simple associationistic interne 
would S ,e, incapable or a=coJ„ t i„ g £or the results . fc ^ ^ 

1, ana tbe 01P E „ ith list le „ gth d . pended ^ scoring proceduM ^ ^ 

type of isolate respectively. The simultaneous prese „ tjtion ^ 

leads to a PO.iti„ relationship of the IE wtt „ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ 

Which Is in marked contrast to earlier rM „U, 

earner results wxth a successive presentation. 

The strategy or .ti^WcoW seems critical f or an. ade.ua to explanation. 

Practically if meaningful material is highlighted or emph^Ued 

being read it will lead to better retention ot the whole. 
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Table 1 



■ o 

IBS (Isolated jjinus Unisolated Item Performance) 
. for Trigrams Correct " ' , . 



Scoring 



Strict 



Lenient 



List- 
Length 



11 
13 



.64* 

.90* 
-70* 



.41* 

.61* 
. .93* 



= t-test significant at .05- level 



Table '2 



OliFEs (Isolated Minus Unisolated List Performance) 
for Overall Performance 



Type of 
Isolate 



CVC 



ccc 



List 
Length 



,9 
11 
13 



3.59*. 
3.59* 
4.65* ' 



-1.34 
2.68* 
1.18 



* » t-test significant at .05 level 
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Figure Captions 

Figure 1.. Difference scores for the strict and lenient scoring 
conditions plotted as a function of serial position with open circles (o) 
indicating isolated items. 

Figure 2. Difference scores lor. the CVC and CCC isolated trigra™ 
types plotted as a function of serial position with open circles (o) 
indicating isolated items. 
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